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"THE NOTORIOUS COUNT's offspring anxiously awaited their own introductions, so they might enter the grand ball. One leaned over the railing, slim and resplendent in a silk and tulle gown. The other staying back, almost forgettable in a simple suit and calf-length cape. Both were attractive enough and rich enough to capture the hearts of any discerning lover, but neither could outshine their infamous parent, nor did they wish to."

"Leo, stop narrating."

Leopold Valpone Norwood Sayer, eldest child of the Count of Aucony, peered over the balcony and out onto the bright sea of silk and powdered wigs. Candlelight twinkled off the giant crystal chandelier and the many bejeweled guests like firebugs.

The conversations were hushed, so nothing but an eager hum reached the landing where Leo and his family were waiting. 

Leo turned his back to the balcony rail. The wall of the landing was home to a large portrait of the royal family that was at least ten years old. The King, Prince, and Princess were posed in the family library. The King was very flatteringly portrayed while still capturing the taut energy the monarch was known for. The young Prince was wearing a grey silk suit with soft ruffles at the neck and short trousers. He was disregarding his own book in favor of looking over his sister's shoulder. The Princess was wearing a frothy pink gown with a small rose bouquet pinned to the center of the bodice. A ring of roses also crowned her pale curls. She was reading a thick leather volume that barely fit in her lap, and that Leo suspected hid a handwritten pamphlet with silly drawings and strange beasts.

A high-pitched laugh came up from the crowd below.

"I hate this," Leo said, as much to the little girl in the picture as to the people around him. "I wish we could just sneak into the kitchen, steal an entire tray of iced cakes, and go home."

"I know," Lucille said.

Leo glanced at his sister's velvet trousers and embroidered coat, that in no way made her look like a man. Leo grimaced and covertly used his thumb to scratch under his arm.

His gown had a bright blue-green bodice and a layered tulle skirt of six different shades of pink. He had forgone a wig, but his natural curls were piled on top of his head and threaded with diamond encrusted peonies. Lucille had painted his lips bright pink and dusted his cheekbones with pale sparkles.

"Everyone will be looking at us," Leo said. He wanted to scratch his face, but she had threatened him with severe harm if he ruined her hard work.

"Only for a moment," Lucille said in a motherly tone. "That tiny, tiny moment when they stop staring at Zuzanna and before they start staring at Mama."

"I look positively prim tonight," a sharp voice to his right said.

Zuzanna was standing with her brother and parents. She had her short hair pushed back behind her ears and to her credit she did have less black lining around her eyes, but her suit was black leather and her ears were decorated with silver chains and diamond cuffs. 

On reflex, Leo said, "You look great, Zu. And you too, Connie."

Her brother Conrad looked dazed and distracted which was normal for him, but the layers of green silk flowing in a bell shape around him were not. The gown was wide and looked uncomfortable, but he had prudently opted for a silk jacket that covered his pale chest.

"As do you both, fair cousins," Zuzanna said with a mock bow. She studied Leo's face for a moment, frowning. "Cheer up, dearest. Do not forget that we are all playing a part and that is the fun of it."

Conrad looked at her and said mildly, "Zu, you wore that suit to family supper last week."

"As you will." Zuzanna threw up her hands. "This whole event is a silver platter of goose shit. Happy?"

Leo put a hand to his chest. "Why, Zu, my ears are wilting."

"King forgive me, but I must admit, I do not approve of these pale reenactments," Conrad said. With a quick move of his hand he pushed his thin glasses higher on his nose before thinking better of it and hiding them in the bag at his wrist. "Making a mockery of the history, as if it were all a joke back then. As if all the things Auntie went through were a high-spirited farce that the Court was in on all along. Not to mention, what was done to Father."

Leo nodded and held his hands at his sides. "The truth behind it all makes these festivities seem..."

"Like a goose shitting in your high-hat," Leo's mother finished for him. 

His mother was the reason for the annual cross-dressing ball, a grand tradition that started as a face-saving joke and grew into the most anticipated event of the year. It was something Leo had attended since his maturation and should not cause him any embarrassment, but he hated the whispers and the looks, the majority he was sure, focusing on how many of his ribs were revealed by his low-cut bodice, and his three and half chest hairs. 

Leo crossed his arms.

Freddie Sayer, styled by the former King as the Count of Aucony and not countess, was wearing a black suit with large hand-painted roses at the shoulders and hips.

She smiled and touched Leo's cheek. "It is the King's will that we attend, and so we are here, and no one can fault us for our appearance or our demeanors." When Leo only looked at her, she pushed on, "You look charming. All of you, children. And please, for me, step on as many toes as possible."

Leo's father cleared his throat.

Lord Montgomery, Count Sayer of Aucony, was in full face paint. His full head of dark curls was covered with a rather frightfully tall wig, and he was wearing a full gown in arterial blood red. The ball was the only time of the year either of Leo's parents wore red. "Just keep your chin up until the Princess arrives and, in the wake of whatever chaos she is no doubt going to create, you can retreat to the library or wherever it is the pack of you go every year."

"I can't take you seriously in that gown, Uncle," Zuzanna said. "You look like a talking brick wall. Or if someone put a bear in a party frock. How is it possible, after all these years you can’t find a gown that flatters you?"

"Shush, pet," her mother, Mette-Louise said. "Here we go. No foul language. No duels of honor."

Freddie smiled. "Sister, are you speaking to me or the children?"

"Whomever needs to hear it," Lady Mette-Louise said, with a shy tip of her head. 

A deep voice announced Zuzanna and Conrad. Conrad lifted his square chin and offered his sister his arm. She waved him away. 

"Zu, please don't," Conrad hissed. 

Ignoring him, Zuzanna hopped onto the banister and gracefully slid down, Conrad stomping down the stairs after her. The crowd gasped and laughed and when Zuzanna dismounted with a twirl, a hop, and a bow, they all applauded. In a fair and just world, Zuzanna would be the talk of the kingdom in the morning, but Zuzanna had to share the world with Her Royal Highness the Crown Princess Jaqueline Mariam Daphne Aimee. Even without the presence of Her Highness all thoughts would be on her, as everyone recounted the last spectacle and anticipated the next. She drew every light and in turn lit up every room. 

Leo and Jaqueline were nearly the same age, the King and Queen having had a child as soon as possible and Leo's parents dodging the happy day for several years after marrying. The nurseries were spilling over in those days, his mother often said, as Leo was blessed in the way of playmates with a younger sister, two cousins, a princess, a prince, and the thoroughly spoiled son of his godfather.

As they had gotten older, the little mob of nursery terrors had grown apart and separated. Princess Jaqueline and Prince Yvon were not often seen, having their royal duties and extra studies to attend to. In later years, Yvon joined His Majesty's Service and devoted himself to keeping the fragile peace with Thimphka. And Jaqueline joined the tavern set and devoted herself to testing the entire country's supply of wine and ale.

The cousins rotated favorites amongst themselves, trading off who was tiresome and immature, and who needed a wailing behind the stables.

And then there was Geoffrey Frederick Lacey. The son of Freddie's steward and childhood companion, Huet Lacey, Geoffrey had been given the finest of everything: Education, clothes, horses, and anything else he set his fickle heart to. A few years younger, but taller than both Leo and Conrad, and with a head of flaxen curls that had never met taming oil, Geoffrey was barely of age and already in possession of an obnoxiously thick and meticulously groomed mustache; if he had not been a generous lad with an easy temperament, the Sayer children might have hated him for longer than a day at a time.

"She does not take after either of us," Mette-Louise said, her dark eyes narrowed, watching her daughter.

Fran looked at his wife with wide eyes. "Do you think our Zuzanna was switched in the cradle?"

"Bah, certainly not, she is the spitting image of your sister."

Leo cringed, but his parents did not have the chance to weigh in on their own children, because Fran and Mette-Louise were announced. A few people in the crowd showed some interest in gawking at Fran, he was rarely seen at Court, but most were still staring at Zuzanna.

When Fran and Mette-Louise reached the bottom of the stairs, it was Leo and Lucille's turn. She took his hand. He squeezed her fingers as their names rang out, and the crowd's attention shifted sharply. 

Neither Leo nor Lucille were what people expected. Lucille was beautiful, but she lacked her mother's boyish looks and sharp personality. And Leo...Leo knew he was tall enough, at least taller than his sister, but he was thin as a broom, with wide shoulders that he had long given up hope of growing into. His mother had always told him he had shoulders large enough to carry the expectations of the world, but he never found them easy to bear. Leo had inherited his father's reserved demeanor and his mother's slight frame. A smarter person would have been born brash and made of bricks. 

Leo kept his chin up, just as his father had advised. Just as Lucille had predicted, the eyes of the ballroom lingered on Leo for a moment but left as soon as their parents were announced. 

Leo and Lucille and their cousins waited near the bottom of the stairs and watched Freddie and Montgomery descend. His mother still moved with a rakish swagger and grinned as if she enjoyed the awed and curious stares from the crowd but also thought less of the crowd for their gawking. His father looked indifferent, except when he turned his gaze on his dear wife and then his stony face lit up and his blue eyes creased at the corners. 

When his parents had made their final waves and joined the crowd, Leo looked around for a servant with cake, though he knew it was in vain. The cake would not be served until the royal family was in attendance. 

"I'll starve I tell you." He sighed and fiddled with a button on his glove. 

Conrad patted Leo's back, "It won't be long now. Oh, there's Geoffrey."

Leo looked up. A mop of curls dusted in silver powder was bobbing through the crowd towards them.

When Geoffrey reached them, he flashed a grin enhanced by red lip cream in the shape of a heart and said, "Lord Aucony. Sir Conrad. What do you say, gents, are we prettier than the ladies?" He twirled and his white gown swished around his gold leather and velvet boots. 

Leo shook his head. "Why are you so excited, GeeGee?" 

"This is my first one of these." Geoffrey's puppyish smile dimmed. "And don't call me that."

"You look ve—very handsome, Geoffrey," Lucille said.

"Yes, Petal." Zuzanna tousled his ridiculous locks and then frowned at the glitter left behind on her fingers. "You look like a dream."

He growled at Zuzanna but then directed a loud air kiss in her direction. "Thank you, Lady Zuzanna. Lady Lucille. I know I do. I have been dancing for the last hour. There are so many fine ladies here. And they all seem to—Hello, Freddie. I mean, My Lady. Didn't see you there."

"Good evening, Geoffrey. You are not making a pest of yourself, are you? If I get even the slightest hint that you are not mature enough for this, I will send you to tend to the horses."

"But my gown would be ruined," Geoffrey said in a scandalized voice.

"Yes, it would, and that would be a shameful waste," Freddie said with a sigh. "Fine, perhaps I would let your nursery nickname slip to the young ladies you have been charming."

Geoffrey's already large blue eyes widened. "You wouldn't dare."

"I would. Gladly." An evil spark lit Freddie's eyes. "In fact, I might anyways, bunny-farts."

A delighted chorus of "bunny-farts" went up amongst the cousins.

"Aunt Freddie, please," Geoffrey whined. He batted his eyes in a ridiculous manner that miraculously had the desired effect.

"Oh, as you wish," Freddie said. "I won't tell anyone. But you must behave yourself. Now, give me a kiss and tell me where your father is hiding." 

For the benefit of her gloves and his lip paint he mimed a kiss to her raised hand. "Father is pretending to gamble."

"Ooh, warming up the tables for me? Shall we, Montgomery dear?" 

"I would never deny you the chance to humiliate people," Montgomery said with a gallant curtsy.

Freddie took her husband's hand and pulled him towards the card room, and they disappeared in a swirling mass of lace and velvet.

Zuzanna watched them leave with a disgruntled frown. "Well I guess that means we have to chaperon Geoffrey."

Geoffrey stuck his lip out in a pout. "You wound me, Zu. I am a man now. I am old enough to wear this gown, which means I am old enough to need no chaperon."

"I am tired already," Zuzanna said. "How is that possible?"

"Come on," Geoffrey said. "This is going to be the best party ever."
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"JAQ?"

She knew that voice, but it took a moment for her to place it, and place where she was. The smell helped.

Captain Shelley. 

The Cock Lane Tavern.

She lifted her head, but it felt heavy and, she feared, possibly filled with bees. "Dear fellow, join me for a drink?" She looked around the table for her own drink but found only empty cups, a chipped vase with a handful of dusty silk flowers, and a paper dragon she had made from a royal decree.

"You little flaxen-haired terror, I would love to fire a slug with you." Captain Shelley took the seat across from her, moving with admirable grace for a man of his size and age. "But, do you perhaps have somewhere else to be?"

"Somewhere to be?" She pursed her lips, her mouth tasted awful. She pulled a silver flask from her pocket, but it was empty. She gave it an aggrieved look that she shifted to Shelley. "That would depend, I suppose on what day it is."

"Well, it is night, Ma’am. The night of the ball, in fact."

Her eyes widened. She rubbed at her cheek that had been resting on the table. It felt sticky. "Is it truly? Then, yes, I am expected elsewhere."

Late as always, Jaq could already hear the grumbles, but it had not been intentional this time. Well, not entirely. If she had been properly motivated to arrive on time to the ball, she would not have been drinking and gambling all night and day in the lead up to it, but those were petty details and she had not been raised to note any such trivialities. 

"Shall I lend you escort to the Palace?" Shelley asked. "I am still a fine dancer."

"Ah. No. Indeed that is a kind offer, old fellow, but I must make a few stops on my way."

Shelley smiled amiably, as if her errands were the real reason she did not want to show up to the ball on the arm of the disgraced Captain of the Duke's Guard, a man who had been lucky not to hang for crimes against a powerful lady of the peerage. Jaq could not even picture Shelley bowing to the King and rubbing elbows with his former friends, victims, and rivals. And really, his ruddy cheeks and old-fashioned facial hair would be wasted on the Court. Shelley belonged in the dark and grimy tavern. 

He picked up the paper dragon and then callously smoothed it out until it transformed back into the loathsome decree. 

"Was this the first you heard about His Majesty's wishes?" Shelley asked.

"No, not even he is that cruel. I have known for weeks, I just thought I would have the chance to kill the idea before it could be announced."

"Does it really change much? For you."

Jaq laughed. "I have thought for some time that nothing ever changes for me, that my cage never changes, but tonight I will see how strong the bars are, how much they will bend."

"So, your plan is to make things worse for yourself by misbehaving?"

"Well, really what choice has he left me?"

"I hate to even suggest it, but have you tried behaving?"

She made a rude gesture and said, "Kiss my arse, Shelley. Oh, hang it all! I have to go."

Jaq hopped to her feet, and then quickly clutched the edge of the table, as the world shifted and went black. A moment later she was fine, but the tavern owner was already waving an apple in her face. Jaq thanked her with a coin and a kiss, then and bounded out into the street. 

It was the darkling time, but the lamplighter had not been through yet, leaving the world softly grey. The air was thick with smoke from countless chimneys. The snow from earlier in the day was brown and tramped down to ice and slush, no more able to maintain its purity than any of the residents of the stews. 

She slipped the apple in her bag and scowled at the rising moon. She thought she was sober, until she bumped into a water barrel. 

"Pardon," Jaq murmured.

She lifted the lid from the barrel. With her dagger, she tapped at the thin layer of ice on top of the water. She took the time to wipe her blade dry when she was done, Yvon would have killed her if he ever saw her mistreating a blade. Leaning down, she sniffed, and then, deeming the water clean enough, she scooped up a bit and splashed her face. 

From behind her, in Pissing Alley, there was a sound like a boot hitting a puddle. She whirled around, sending droplets of water flying from her face. She wiped the water from her eyes with one hand while gripping her dagger with the other and stared down the dark alley. Nothing moved, no rat, cat, nor robber. She sighed and sheathed her dagger.

Soon, the streets would be busy with revelers and pickpockets and constables, but it was the quiet evening hour, when workers were just getting home or tucking into supper at a pub. Only the wealthy would already be dressed and lining up to dance. 

She walked to the public square, crossing at the exact point where the gallows were erected for petty criminals and murderers alike, everyone except the nobility and traitors to the crown. If Jaq were to be executed, it would be at a special spot on the Palace grounds that had not seen blood for years. She walked past the wall where the recently executed were immortalized in a garish style by a talented but poor painter, and royal decrees and announcements were pasted.

Vandals had already scribbled obscenities on the newest words from the King, but in Jaq's opinion the profanities were no fouler than the decree. 

Laughter shattered her thoughts. A couple in matching gowns skipped across the square. They were juggling a song out of tune and out of sync.

The holiday had started out as a celebration for the aristocracy, but the merchant class had taken it up and little by little the lower classes were using it as an excuse to go to the tavern and drain a bottle or dress in a way that was comfortable to them that might be dangerous on any other day. The Count was neither hero nor villain to them, and they cared very little about the change to the succession laws. They had nothing to inherit. 

The ban on magic had hurt everyone, but those already on the brink would have tipped over into starvation had the old King not rationed all the food and made sure the workers and farmers had their share. It had not been popular. One furious baron had even attempted to assassinate the King. Most people came around to see that having fewer dinner parties was a reasonable price to pay to not be murdered in their beds by a peasant mob. All had settled down when the crops rebounded enough to make the rations unnecessary. And then the old King had died, and no one remembered their grievances. 

Jaq stumbled a few streets over. When she found the door she needed, she pulled on the handle, only to find the shoppe door was locked. 

She pounded on the door, and called, "Get out here, you lazy codger."

The tailor scowled mightily at her as he let her into his shoppe, lighting each nubby candle with a sigh as he went. 

He had once been a Court favorite, but, due to some scandal, had fallen out of favor and set up his new shoppe in the least reputable part of the city. The best part, as far as Jaq was concerned.

He rubbed a hand over his coarse, grey hair, that during business hours was always covered in a wig of black curls. "I had given up on you, Ma’am."

"My apologies, the time did get away from me," Jaq said with a winning smile.

"I would call you a silly girl, if I had not seen you bust that man's lip last week."

She clucked her tongue. "You saw no such thing. And really you should not bring my sex into it, I know plenty of men that have no sense of time at all, whereas I always carry my timepiece..." Jaq glanced down to her bodice and the empty chain swinging there. "Well, where did... Ah, yes, I recall, I lost it playing cards last night. Or was that this morning?"

The tailor was paying her no heed and had set out her garments. The frockcoat, waistcoat, and trousers had been made for another and had to be tailored in secret. "If this pleases you, Ma’am."

"I will know when I see the fit," Jaq said. "It was already an incomparable suit."

The tailor grunted and rang a bell. "My daughter will assist you." 

It took only a moment for a girl several years younger than Jaq to come tripping into the room. Her hair was half-hidden under a beautiful scarf and an embroidered robe hung loose around her. A pamphlet Jaq recognized as a popular collection of love stories was stuffed into one pocket. 

"If it pleases you." She directed Jaq behind a screen to dress. 

"This is very fine work. Did you do it?" Jaq asked, looking, but unable to see any difference in the old and the new stitching, not even where the gold threads became dragon fire. 

The girl nodded, dipping an awkward curtsy while helping Jaq strip down. 

The shoppe was too quiet for Jaq's liking, it left too much room in her mind for other things.

"Are you going out tonight?" Jaq asked.

"Oh, no! Father would not approve."

"He would not approve of you following the example of the nobility?" 

"Ha! Um...no. Ma’am. He says the Count of Aucony is a scoundrel in any clothes."

"Oh dear, does he really? What does he say about me?"

"Not... Nothing like that!"

"Hmmm. Am I not shameless and profane?" Jaq asked in a mild tone.

"My father would never say anything like that, I am sure."

When Jaq was dressed, the assistant clapped and said, "You will be the belle of the ball, Ma’am."

"Fah, I hope not."

The assistant let out a surprised laugh and then ducked her head, fussing with the row of endless buttons and wiping away stray threads. "You look tremendously handsome. Ma’am." 

Jaq smiled at her reflection. The suit had required little tailoring, a bit more room in the hips, a bit less in the shoulders and then brought up a bit in the arms and legs, and it was as if it had been made for her. She had handsome features for a woman, a long squarish face and a thin, straight nose that went on a bit too long to be pert. She was slim through the hips and had a less than abundant chest. 

"Perfect," Jaq whispered. She dug in her bag and pulled out a wig of muddy brown that was styled into a plain tail. She fitted it on her head. Better than the original, she thought. She thinned her lips into a haughty snarl and twirled in a tight circle, and then, realizing her mistake, she stopped abruptly and held a hand to her head. "Still a little bit off the log, I'm afraid."

The assistant nodded. "Oh, aye and all. I, uh, have a bit of perfume, if you like."

Jaq gave the girl an arch look. "I will take that as kindly as it is meant and accept." She pulled a coin from her bag. "If you give me that pamphlet you are hiding in your pocket."

The girl flushed like a beet and then handed over the creased and dog-eared love stories.

Jaq smiled as she slipped the pamphlet into her bag. "I hear it is the best one yet. I am almost sorry to deprive you of it."

"I have read it five times already." 

"And did you laugh every time?"

"Yes! Cried too."

"Is it sad?"

"Oh, just a bit. The lovers are put through the wringer, but they get it right in the end of course."

"Of course."

The assistant ran upstairs and came down with a bottle of fine perfume. "I save up all year for this. My one splurge."

"You are very generous to share with a lowly tavern-rat like me."

The girl snorted and then covered her face. "Forgive me."

Jaq just shook her head. She spread her arms and demanded, "Get on with it then."

Despite how dear the perfume was to her, the assistant sprayed a heavy fog of it around Jaq. 

"Jolly good." Jaq coughed and slipped the girl another coin. 

With her things gathered up, Jaq stepped out of the privacy area and offered her hand to the tailor. "Sorry to have roused you out of bed."

The tailor kissed the air above her hand and then turned it and plopped a packet of mints into her palm. 

Jaq narrowed her eyes at him. "I could have you beheaded."

"Your breath could do the job for you."

She tipped her head back and poured the mints into her mouth, and then imperiously waved her arms. "Am I fresh as a daisy and just as fine?"

The tailor bowed. "Ma’am."

When she went outside by way of the front door, Shelley was waiting beside a hired two-horse cab that looked as if it had known better decades, pulled by a pair of pitiful creatures that looked half-way to pasture. 

Shelley opened the door with a bow. "In the interest of getting you there on time."

"I am undone by this show of gallantry," Jaq said. "Although dressed as I am, I will accept it as my due."

"I had hoped, for your sake, that you had thought better of your plan."

"Are you overcome by your own assdom? Did you not read that infernal announcement not half an hour past?"

"I did. And it was announced by the crier, the whole city is tittering," Shelley said. He tipped his head to the side and looked at her as if she were a difficult child. "It was badly done, and you are wounded. That does not make your plan any wiser."

"I know what I am doing. He showed his hand too soon, he has no cards left to play."

"You always lose at cards."

Jaq tipped her chin up. "You cannot lose if you are having fun."

"I could offer you ample evidence that you are wrong, but you will be late as it is."

She went to tip her hat, only to discover she wasn't wearing one. She settled on a smirk and a wink instead, pleased to be feeling in character. As she hopped inside the carriage, she said, "If I am not killed tonight, I will see you tomorrow, old friend, as the mistress of my own destiny."

A strange look passed over Shelley's face. He shut the door, and said, "Then I truly hope you do not die." 

She settled in for the short ride to the Palace. The carriage smelled vaguely as if a previous passenger had been ill in it, and the driver seemed to enjoy hitting every rut in the road, making it impossible for Jaq to read her pamphlet. 

The carriage stopped suddenly, and Jaq hoped the poor animals had not just fallen over dead from old age. There was some commotion outside the carriage that she could not make out clearly but left little doubt as to what was happening. She sighed and shifted her bag with her right hand. She noticed a stray thread on her trousers and flicked it away with her left, crossing her legs at the ankles. 

The door flew open, and though she could not see clearly into the dark night, she was sure it was not the coachman on the other side of the door. 

Her suspicions were confirmed when a hand holding a blade came into view, and a reedy voice said, "Your money or your life!"

"Hmmm. That has a well-worn sound to it, and yet I see your hand trembles." She yawned expansively, and then wrinkling her nose, added, "Pardon, that sneaked up on me. Where were we? Ah, yes. You, an
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